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Exploration In The New Millennium: 
The Educational Experience At The KSC Visitor Complex 
By James Ball, Public Services Manager, NASA Kennedy Space Center 
Public support for future exploration to Mars and beyond can be greatly 
enhanced through experiences which stimulate the imagination, satisfy the intellect, and 
engage the human spirit. At the same time, these factors can have significant impact on 
influencing young peoples' educational interests, performance, and ultimately, their 
thinking about what they want to be and what they want to do as they search for their 
place in the world. 
Among the most effective vehicles for achieving such experiences are the NASA 
and NASA-affiliated visitor centers, which provide an environment where the experience 
can be specifically designed to accomplish these objectives. At these places where 
families have chosen to invest quality time to the subject of space and its exploration, 
messages can be delivered unfiltered, and when effectively crafted and executed, the 
resulting experience will inform, educate, enthuse, and impart a lasting, positive outlook 
on the value of space exploration and development. 
The combined attendance at all NASA visitors centers, and those closely linked 
to NASA centers, is about 4.5 million annually. With nearly 3 million visitors a year, the 
Kennedy Space Center Visitor Complex has by far the greatest impact. Leading the 
agency's visitor facilities in both size and attendance, the KSC Visitor Complex has been 
increasingly recognized as a leader in innovative program design and a benchmark for 
quality, service, and professional standards. 
It is unlikely that any other place in the world could provide a better setting in 
which to present the future of space exploration than the Kennedy Space Center, a site 
synonymous with space exploration for the past 35 years. Foremost among the 
features which make Kennedy Space Center such an attractive place to visit is the huge 
significance of what has and continues to happen here. From this site, more than 350 
individuals have embarked on journeys into space, including those which put the first 
human footsteps on another world. Clearly, if you want to go into space - this is the 
place where you can do it. And, there is a sense among visitors that they are witnessing 
the future unfold before their very eyes, as indeed they are. 
To accomplish the objectives and impacts of expanding public support for space 
exploration, and to inspire our young people to consider investing their hearts and 
talents in pioneering this new frontier, we must do several things: focus on the future, 
design for impact, and leverage the potential of interfamily influences. 
A Focus On The Future 
While the Kennedy Space Center is rich in history as the home port of America's 
exploration of space, it is imperative that we focus on the future. The program design 
for our visitor experience at KSC is increasingly emphasizing where we are heading in 
space, not where we've been. To capture the hearts, imaginations, and intellect of 
young people, and even their parents, we must offer a vision that is meaningful to their 
lives today, and to a future they find exciting and relevant. 
Even at the award-winning Apollo-Saturn V Center, our message is oriented 
more toward the future than to the past, emphasizing that the legacy of Apollo is to 
serve as an inspiration for what we can accomplish, no matter how impossible it may 
seem. In the words of Apollo-16 astronaut Charlie Duke: "It allows the young people to 
see those mountains which we couldn't see." 
We opened early last year a new tour destination, the International Space 
Station Center. The International Space Station is clearly NASA's signature program as 
we enter the new millennium and a great perceptual stage-setter for speaking to a new 
era of space exploration which will soon embark beyond earth orbit. We have 
introduced new exhibits and presentations related to the exploration of Mars, and 
perhaps the most widely-asked question regarding the universe - are we alone? 
Designing For Impact 
It's not enough to provide our visitors an ~njoyable, entertaining day. We must 
strive for a lasting impact from our visitor experience if we are to achieve our objectives. 
Designing for impact requires a thorough understanding of what you are trying to 
accomplish, enlisting the right creative minds in the development of a concept, and 
providing the budget resources to achieve an effective final product. 
Designing for impact also requires that you understand who the audience is, and 
understand what type of impact or influence you hope to achieve. In general, we hope 
that the impact of our visitor experience is that our guests leave with more knowledge 
and understanding about the purpose and benefit of space exploration than when they 
arrived; that they will want to share what they learned with friends and relatives; and that 
they will be mo.re inclined to be attentive to space program developments and issues. 
Being more specific regarding segments of our audience, we would like to have 
adults be more likely to recognize the value and benefits of continuing space 
exploration, and we would like to have youngsters be inspired to consider the future of 
space exploration, and pursue any interests they may have in becoming a part of the 
adventure. 
Experience tells us that we can best achieve our hopes for having an impact by 
connecting with human emotions. If our visitors can relate to their experience here on 
an emotional level, and not just an intellectual level, it is much more likely that it will 
have a lasting impact. 
High Value In Quality Family Time 
The interaction between parents and their children can have significant impact 
on the attitudes and behaviors of both. The beliefs and dreams young people have 
about the future can have an effect on the way their parents see the world. For 
example, many believe that what young people have learned and perceive about the 
importance of protecting earth's environment has, through their expressions, heightened 
the sensitivity of their parents to environmental issues. Likewise, it is well known that 
parents can have dramatic influence on their children, especially through nurturing and 
encouragement of their child's interests. 
Our objectives are best served by designing experiences which provide 
opportunities for and encourage families to learn about space exploration together, and 
to share their thoughts about the future with one another. We have to engage children 
and adults on different levels, but effectively communicate knowledge to both. The KSC 
Visitor Complex is including the requirement for promoting inter-generation discussion 
and family interaction in new exhibit and presentation design. 
Robot Scouts and The Search For Life 
Two new presentations which opened this month at the KSC Visitor Complex 
serve as examples of the focus on the future, designing for impact, and the effort to 
stimulate intergenerational discussion of the future of space exploration. 
Robot Scouts is a walk-through experience dedicated to the story of NASA's 
robotic explorers and the role they play in opening the space frontier for eventual human 
exploration. In a departure from more traditional presentation techniques, we have 
designed this experience to be fun and a bit fanciful, though faithful to its presentation of 
science. In this venue, a robotic character named Starquester 2000 tells the story of the 
Robot Scouts - trailblazers for human exploration. Through the examples of several 
hero robots - Hubble, Viking, Cassini - we explain how these exploration tools are used 
to expand our human knowledge of space, and to identify what will be necessary for 
humans to explore outward from earth. 
These robots tell their own stories, with a little help from a human engineer. The 
message for both adults and children: that the robotic missions to Mars and beyond are 
preparing the way for us humans to follow. While the presentation is light and 
entertaining, and should have special appeal to young people, the message is serious 
and inspiring. 
The Quest For Life is a new film production being shown in a new 300-seat 
theater. This treatment of our search for whether life exists elsewhere in the universe 
features an opening and a closing that captures the curiosity and wonder of young 
minds. Dramatic computer-generated images, coupled with live action scenes, depict 
the early earth, the growth in diversity of life on earth, and future scenarios for seeking 
life on other worlds. 
This film not only describes ways in which we have and are attempting to answer 
the question about whether life exits elsewhere, it provides a vision of the future, with 
human explorers on Mars and a robotic probe beneath the icy surface of Europa. 
Exploration In The New Mi/lennium 
Conceptual design work is underway for a presentation scheduled to be open by 
year-end about exploration in the new millennium. This experience will feature special 
emphasis on the exploration of Mars, the possibility of its future settlement, and the 
exploration of the universe beyond our solar system, including the prospects for 
intersteller travel. 
This experience will also include an opportunity for customer engagement, to find 
out what both adults and children think about the future of space exploration. This pilot 
project in demonstrating customer engagement will, if successful, be adaptable to other 
NASA visitor centers, thus providing a vehicle for obtaining valuable customer input 
regarding the priorities and focus for future exploration beyond earth orbit. 
A recent small-sample test of some possible survey questions yielded some 
intriguing results. Data collected from 200 visitors to KSC in January showed that 87% 
favored sending U.S. astronauts to Mars at some point. When asked for opinion 
regarding the highest priority for human exploration beyond earth orbit, nearly 52% 
favored preparation for and launch of a human mission to explore Mars, while nearly 
32% favored a return to the Moon to establish a research base. Less than 8% stated an 
opinion that humans should not explore beyond earth orbit. 
Among the reasons for humans to go to Mars: 38% identified the objective of 
exploring the unknown and advancing knowledge, 30% identified the objective of 
determining whether Mars might support eventual human settlement, and 13.5% 
identified the objective of discovering if life exists or ever existed on Mars. 
Design of a customer engagement system into this venue will enable customer 
input on such exploration issues to be gathered over a broad diversity of people and 
over an extended period. It is also our intent to provide opportunities for young people to 
share their ideas and visions about the exploration of Mars. 
A Field Trip To Mars 
A major, high-impact experience is in development to present concepts of the 
future human exploration of Mars. The exact nature of the visitor experience has not 
been determined, but it may include a simulated trip to Mars or travel on the Martian 
surface, along with exhibits and presentations of the technology which will be required to 
enable human exploration of Mars. 
We are working on several candidate demonstrations of Mars technology in 
development which might be displayed at such an attraction. The timing for completion 
of this experience is not set as yet, nor has a project budget been established. 
As this project is further defined and subsequently designed, it promises to offer 
a terrific opportunity to focus on the future, achieve impact, stimulate intergenerational 
conversation about the prospects for human exploration of Mars, and in doing these, 
foster both public support and student educational interest in advancing space 
exploration in the new millennium. 
